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Education of Topeka, 

Kansas, 1954After slavery ended, former slaves gained greater access 
to education, and free schools became available to 
children and adults. Over time, free schooling for African 
Americans in the South began to decrease, and the South 
became completely segregated. To make matters worse, 
in the court case Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court 
ruled that segregation was legal. Believing the ruling 
was unconstitutional, the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) hired lawyers 
like Charles Hamilton Houston and Thurgood Marshall 
to fi ght against segregation in schools. The NAACP 
started to look for African American parents who 

had children in public 
schools that were not 
equal to white schools. 
The fi ve cases that make 
up Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka, 
Kansas ,  were heard 

by the Supreme Court. The Court’s 1954 ruling 
completely changed the direction of American education.

Many white Americans strongly protested against 
desegregation in schools.
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People all over the world admire the U.S. school system. After the Civil War, 
the country began offering all children an opportunity to go to school to learn 
how to read, write, and become responsible citizens. During the 1900s, some 
children found it hard to take advantage of this opportunity. African American 
children, especially those living in the South, were rarely able to attend school 
during the farming season, and many eventually stopped attending school after 
third or fourth grade because they had to help support their families. 

During the early years of the American educational system, schools 
were segregated; there were black schools and white schools. African American 
children who were able to attend elementary, junior high, or high school at-
tended schools that were for African American students. When these students 
wanted to attend schools for white children, they were not allowed. Sometimes 
parents—like Sarah Roberts’s father, Benjamin F. Roberts—sued. Roberts lost 
the case, Roberts v. the City of Boston, but it is an important case for many 
reasons. 

In 1896, Roberts v. the City of Boston was used to support the ruling of 
Plessy v. Ferguson, which said segregation was legal. Even though the laws in 
the United States said schools must be separate but equal, white schools had 
better books and materials, plenty of teachers, new buildings, and school buses. 
African American schools often had used books and materials, few teachers, 
crowded classrooms, leaky roofs, and no buses. 

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) believed segregated schools were unfair. The NAACP decided to 
use the law to fight for better conditions in African American schools. In the 

Briggs v. Clarendon County, 
South Carolina
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early 1900s, the organization began hiring lawyers. One of the lawyers, Charles 
Hamilton Houston, believed the NAACP would be more successful if lawyers 
challenged segregation at the university level before attacking it in elementary 
and high schools. To help him fight against separate and unequal schools, he 
chose attorneys from among those he had trained at Howard University. One 
of them was Thurgood Marshall. 

After Houston, Thurgood Marshall, and other lawyers who worked for 
the NAACP began fighting against segregation in universities and winning, 
they started to look for African American families who had children in public 
schools that were not equal to white schools. They wanted the families to file 
lawsuits that challenged segregation. The NAACP wanted cases from different 
parts of the United States so that they could prove that African American stu-
dents attended unequal schools in many parts of the country, not just in the 
South. These cases were called test cases. The NAACP lawyers planned to 
eventually argue that separate schools could never be equal and that segregation 

Marshall was 
the chief lawyer 
of the NAACP’s 
Legal Defense 
and Education 
Fund for many 
years. In 1967 
he became the 
first African 
American 
appointed 
to serve as a 
Supreme Court 
Justice.

Supreme Court Justice 
Thurgood Marshall
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violated the Fourteenth Amendment, which says all citizens should receive 
“equal protection under the laws.”1

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, is one of the well-known 
Supreme Court Cases the NAACP used to fight for better schools for African 
Americans. Brown included five cases from four states (South Carolina, Kansas, 
Delaware, and Virginia) and the District of Columbia. These cases were grouped 
together by the Supreme Court. The five cases were called Brown because the 
Brown case was listed first, but the Brown case was not the first one in the 
group that the NAACP worked on. The first case in the group was Briggs v. 
Elliott. It was argued in Charleston, South Carolina, in May 1951. 

Joseph Albert DeLaine, an African American minister and teacher in 
Clarendon County, South Carolina, encouraged twenty parents to sue for de-
segregation. The names on the lawsuit were listed in alphabetical order. Since 
Harry Briggs’s name was listed first, the case is named after him. Elliott is 
Roderick W. Elliott, the chairman of School District No. 22, where the parents’ 
children went to school. Schools were separate and unequal in Clarendon 
County. The African American teachers earned less money than the white 
teachers who did the same job, and white schools received nearly three times 
more money per student than African American schools received. The officials 
in Clarendon County argued that since white people paid more taxes than Af-
rican American people did, they had the right to spend “$179 per white child 
in the public schools [while] for each black child, they spent $43.”2 

While DeLaine studied at Allen University, he listened to a speaker 
from the NAACP named James M. Hinton. Hinton said the African American 
schools in South Carolina were in poor condition and difficult for students to 
get to because buses were not available for them. He also said the NAACP was 
already fighting for better schools in Virginia and wanted to extend the fight to 
South Carolina. The NAACP believed the fight should start with buses. African 
American citizens should ask school boards to give African American schools 
buses for its children who were walking as far as nine miles to attend. 

Hinton told DeLaine and the other people in the audience, “No teacher 
or preacher in South Carolina has the courage” to fight for buses for African 
American schools.3 Hinton was wrong: There were brave people in South 
Carolina. DeLaine and two other people went to the school superintendent and 
asked for buses for African American schools, but they were told African 
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Americans did not pay enough taxes, “and it was not fair to expect white citizens 
to [carry] a . . . heavier economic burden by providing transportation” for African 
Americans.4 Though the African American community eventually bought a 
bus, school officials would not provide fuel for it, as the school system did for 
the buses that took white students to school. 

Determined to fight for equal transportation for African American stu-
dents, DeLaine asked Levi Pearson to take legal action. Though Pearson knew 
the possible danger involved, he said yes. Pearson lived in Jordan, an area that 
often flooded. When the roads flooded, “black children had to row a boat” to 
get to school.5 When roads were clear, Pearson’s children had to walk several 
miles to get to school. On July 28, 1947, Pearson’s lawyer wrote a petition, or 
a request, for buses and sent it to local school board officials and to the secretary 
of the State Board of Education. When school officials did not respond, Pearson 
tried to sue, but his case was thrown out of court because he did not pay taxes 
to the school district where his children attended school. Though Pearson and 
his family suffered because whites refused to do business with him, DeLaine 
and Pearson kept trying to get transportation for African American students.

DeLaine, Pearson, and others met with Thurgood Marshall in Columbia, 
South Carolina, to discuss what they would do next. The plan was simple. They 
would get at least twenty people to sue for better schools, not just for buses. 
Since the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling of 1896, schools and other public facilities, 
such as bathrooms and water fountains, had to be separate but equal. According 
to historian Richard Kluger, “African Americans were going to ask for equal 
treatment from top to bottom: buses, buildings, teachers’ salaries, teaching 
materials. Everything the same.”6 Finding enough people willing to put their 
lives in danger was not so simple, but eight months later DeLaine had the 
names of twenty African Americans who had grown tired of unfair schools and 
decided they had to act.

DeLaine, Briggs, and the other people who signed the lawsuit put their 
lives and their jobs at risk. DeLaine lost his teaching job, and other members 
of his family lost their jobs, too. DeLaine’s house was burned down, and he re-
ceived death threats. While Briggs said no one threatened to hurt him, his boss 
at the gas station told him he would fire him if he did not take his name off the 
lawsuit. Briggs refused because he believed the lawsuit would help children 
get a better education. Liza Briggs, Harry Briggs’ wife, worked at the Summerton 
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Harry and Liza Briggs

Harry and Liza 
Briggs had five 
children. Mr. 
Briggs had served 
in the U.S. Navy 
during World War 
II. The couple 
risked their 
jobs and their 
lives to fight for 
desegregation.  

Motel. A group of people who did not want African American children to go to 
school with whites forced her boss to fire all of the women who had signed the 
lawsuit. Mrs. Briggs said the boss “asked . . . that we take our names off the 
petition in order to work. . . . I told him ‘no,’ I didn’t want to do that because 
we would be hurting the children, and I’d rather give up my job.”7 

Thurgood Marshall had a tough decision to make before the case began. 
Should he argue for equal schools, or should he argue that segregated schools 
were against the law? He eventually decided that it was best to fight against 
segregation. He would argue that separate schools hurt black and white chil-
dren. He would do this by using the research and expert opinions of people 
like Dr. Kenneth Clark and Dr. Mamie Clark.

The Clarks were psychologists who studied how racism influenced 
children’s self-esteem. Marshall asked Dr. Kenneth Clark to test some of the 
children in Clarendon County, South Carolina, to see if racism had influenced 
how they felt about themselves. Dr. Clark’s test, called the doll test, involved 
identical dolls, two white and two black. During the test, Dr. Clark told the 
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Dr. Clark observes as an African American 
boy determines which doll is better, 
based on the doll’s appearance.

Dr. Clark attended 
Howard University 
during the 1930s. 
By the time he 
testified at the 
Briggs trial, he 
and his wife had 
given the doll 
test to about 
400 children. 
He believed most 
of the African 
American children 
who took the test 
did not believe 
they were as good 
as white people. 

sixteen students, who were between six and nine years old, to do the following: 
“Give me the doll you like best.” “Give me the doll that is the nice doll.” “Give 
me the doll that looks bad.” “Give me the doll that is a nice color.”8 Most of 
the students chose the white dolls when asked to choose the doll they liked 
best. Dr. Clark said this suggested that the African American students believed 
white skin color was better than their skin color. Marshall believed the results 
of the doll test would be enough evidence to win the case, but it was not. 

Briggs v. Elliott was argued in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1951 
before three judges. Though Marshall argued passionately that segregation was 
unconstitutional, the judges did not agree. But they did agree that African 
American schools were not equal to white schools. The schools would remain 
segregated. The school district was told to provide equal schools for African 
American students. Unhappy with the court’s decision, Marshall appealed the 
case to the United States Supreme Court. Next, the NAACP lawyers traveled 
to Topeka, Kansas, where they had already begun talking to families who were 
interested in fighting against segregated schools.
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